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Abstract 
Second language learners have the most difficulty in acquiring the third person s morpheme. Ironically, however, 
this morpheme continued to occupy the beginning stages of language learning until very recently. Our interest in 
studying the third person s morpheme is not only because it creates complexity for learners but also as much of the 
prior research is descriptive. In this research we wished to unearth whether or not this difficulty also applied to 
Turkish language learners of English, and if so, we would make an attempt to explain why it was so. We additionally 
wanted to see what factors, if any, cause this intricacy for Turkish learners of English. Another significance of this 
study lies in the fact that although the related literature abounds in research on the acquisition of 3rd person singular 
morpheme, there is little research particularly focusing on Turkish EFL learners. The existing few research on this 
s. 
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1. Introduction  
SLA research seeks to enlighten different linguistic phenomena with the focus being on elucidating the 
underlying processes learners experience while acquiring a language other than their mother tongue. In so 
doing, researchers in the field look for patterns to display similarities and variations in order to find out 
whether or not there exists systematicity in the way L2 is acquired. This, in turn, is intended to bring to 
the forth new insights into language teaching methodology. Relying on different models and hypotheses 
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proposed by SLA research, we can grasp a more in-depth understanding of L2 acquisition process and 
find solutions to the problems learners experience throughout this process.  
One of the linguistic areas that has received a great deal of attention is the acquisition of grammatical 
forms. This particular attention gave way to countless cross-sectional and longitudinal studies which were 
conducted with an attempt to find out any systematicity in the acquisition of grammatical morphemes 
(Mohammadkhani, Eslamdoost, & Gholamreza'i, 2011). Looking into how each learner acquires 
dissimilar morphemes, researchers have sought to shed light on the impact of such factors as instructional 
approaches, textbooks and supplementary materials and the L1 influence on the L2 acquisition process 
(Ellis, 2008).  
In an early one of such studies, for example, Dulay & Burt (1974) reached the conclusion in their 
studies that students acquire certain morphemes in invariably the same order regardless of their linguistic 
background or the teaching methodologies adopted. A similar study by Larsen-Freeman (1976) detected 
this fixed order no matter what native language the learners spoke. These studies and additional ones 
meticulously investigated how accurately L2 learners acquired different grammatical morphemes and thus 
were able to propose an order of acquisition. Shin & Milroy (1999), for instance, found out, in their 
research studying the acquisition of ten grammatical morphemes, that L2 learners performed the least 
accurately in plural s and third person s morphemes.  
The long and the short of it is that studies on the issue of morpheme acquisition led researchers to the 
belief that second language learners follow a virtually fixed order with all the renowned factors some of 
which are age, mother tongue and instruction playing practically no role in this order. Ellis (1997) 
auxiliary be, plural s and progressive ing was very accurate, regular past and third person s came to 
the fore as the most difficult morphemes.  In between the two were articles and irregular past.  
As all this research suggests, second language learners have the most difficulty in acquiring the third 
person s morpheme. Ironically, however, this morpheme continued to occupy the beginning stages of 
language learning until very recently. Our interest in studying the third person s morpheme is not only 
because it creates complexity for learners but also as much of the prior research is descriptive. In this 
research we wish to unearth whether or not this difficulty also applies to Turkish language learners of 
English, and if so, we will make an attempt to explain why it is so. We additionally want to see what 
factors, if any, cause this intricacy for Turkish learners of English. Another significance of this study lies 
in the fact that although the related literature abounds in research on the acquisition of 3rd person singular 
morpheme, there is little research particularly focusing on Turkish EFL learners. The existing few 
specifically the third person s.  
 
2. Literature Review  
Studies on grammatical morphemes started in 1970s in first language acquisition. Brown (1973) 
carried out a longitudinal study on how three American children acquired 14 grammatical morphemes. 
His data revealed that these three children learned the morphemes in a similar order, the third person s 
occupying the 10th place. Then morpheme order studies in SLA research focused on whether this 
developmental order in L1 transferred to L2, with the result that the sequence appeared to be much the 
same and that 3rd person singular was the most difficultly acquired morpheme after possessive s (O' 
Grady, Archibald, Aronoff, & Rees-Miller, 2009). 
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The literature on the issue lucidly demonstrates that successful comprehension and use of the third 
person s morpheme takes place much later than many other morphemes for both L1 speakers and L2 
learners. Research done with native speakers of English has already proposed a plausible unanimous 
account of the problem. The reason why American children, for example, comprehend this morpheme 
later can be ascribed to a couple of factors. One reason is that its phonological form corresponds to three 
diverse morphemes: plurality and possession on nouns and third person present tense on verbs. What is 
more, when it is attached to verbs, it carries three distinct meanings: subject number, tense and aspect. To 
 
 difficult one 
for children (Beyer & Kam, 2009). 
SLA research also has not remained oblivious to the issue of morpheme acquisition. Villanueva (1993) 
analyzed the acquisition of third person singular morpheme in a cross-sectional study with 80 Spanish and 
Catalan learners of English. Investigating the oral and written production of learners at different levels, 
the study aimed at finding out how the acquisition differed at each level and across levels and to what 
extent instruction eased this process. The data showed three cases in terms of the use of third person 
singular morpheme: omission of s, overgeneralization of s and correct use of s. The results 
demonstrated that s was used correctly at all levels when attached to particular verbs that appeared more 
frequently in the input participants received. 
In another research, Hsieh (2009) sampled the third person singular s, regular past ed and the copula 
be, and looked into how Chinese learners of English acquired these three morphemes. Chinese is known 
to have no tense or agreement marking. The participants of the study were twenty 11- to 14-year-old 
Chinese-speaking learners who had been studying English for 4 to 7 years. The results revealed that only 
17% of the participants used the third person s correctly while 78% omitted it. The study ascribes this 
failure to negative transfer. 
been pointed as the most prevalent deficiency in prior research, as well. To give one more example, Ionin 
person s had much higher rates than other forms of incorrect usage. Participants were also observed to 
overgeneralize the s to first person singular or third person plural subjects, yet these instances were too 
scarce to be statistically significant. 
Though limited, there are morpheme acquisition studies also with Turkish learners. Ertekin (2006), 
asserting that Turkish EFL learners have difficulty internalizing inflectional morphemes, worked on third 
person singular, plural and possessive s morphemes, copula be and past tense verbs to throw light on 
whether the rule-governed system of Turkish morphology has an impact on the acquisition of English 
inflectional morphemes. Forty five participants provided data through three free writing tasks which were 
given in three consecutive weeks with the beginning of the academic schedule. The data was then 
analyzed according to correct and incorrect usage of the third person singular s. A further analysis of the 
nature of the incorrect forms revealed that participants mostly omitted the s morpheme, which the 
researcher contended to have stemmed from the structure of Turkish language, which has no inflection in 
the third person singular. 
Consequently, almost all the literature reviewed for this study has proved that not only native children 
but also L2 learners acquire English grammatical morphemes invariably in a fixed order. In both L1 and 
L2 acquisition research, third person s morpheme is learned much later than the others. For native 
speakers, this complexity is attributed to the nature of the morpheme itself, which has distinct 
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phonological and semantic variations. The domin
morpheme, which is mostly due to the negative transfer from native language. 
 
3. Methods  
This is a data analysis study conducted through written output of a specific group of learners whose 
profile is explained in detail below. 
 
3.1. Participants  
The participants we have decided to work with are 35 students studying at a state primary school in 
form of two hours of instruction per week. They all live in the same area without additional linguistic 
input other than the formal setting.  
The reason why we have chosen this group of learners is basically practical; one of our wives has been 
working with that group for one semester. Therefore, we had the chance to interview the teacher who 
provides input for the learners which was of great significance in terms of the scope of our study.  
The level of the students is elementary in terms of proficiency in English so they have studied third 
person singular before. This is what we know; however, we do not have the access to the information on 
how far they studied. We had the chance to examine the course book they are following in order to figure 
out the degree of the input they could have received in terms of the scope of this paper: third person 
singular -s.  
This is basically a qualitative study so we do not tend to generalize the findings; however, we sought 
something to transfer to other similar learner groups. This is the accessible population. For such a study in 
the form of quantitative, the target population would be 6th grade elementary level English Language 
learners in the EFL context in Turkey.  
Although the group was purposive and selected for practical reasons, the written data selection was 
medium learners, and less successful learners according to the views of the class teacher and according to 
the achievement test results of the group. 
3.2. Instruments  
There was basically one instrument for this study which was interview with the current teacher of the 
class. The data was the written output of the learners in the form of performance assignments, a kind of 
assessment tool currently used at the primary and secondary schools in order to see the success of the 
learners for all courses as summative assessment. 
3.3. Ethical Considerations  
The consent of the Ls was granted before conducting such a study since ethical considerations are of 
great importance for such a scientific research. That is why we also attached the written output of the 
students for future studies with the consent of them and their current teacher since there are personal notes 
of her.  
4. Data Analysis and Findings  
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One of the errors students made is  
  
In English we have subject +verb + object order but in Turkish it is mostly like subject + object + verb. 
We can conclude that this mistake is the result of L1 effect on L2. However; the same student also wrote  
 
The input we provide for the students should be to the 
familiar with this verb before.  
 
 
instead of  
 
The reason why he made such an error may be understood if we also examine her other mistakes related 
third person singular s usage. In other sentences, she wrote  
 
Turkish, there is also present simple. This verb or structure may seem similar to her L1. Since they are 
similar, student might not notice.   
What the mistake done by another student is  
 
simple usage were correct. He also used  
 
ror but it is a mistake. Maybe student made this mistake because of physiological 
situation. This was the last sentence of the student. After writing this statement, he finished his writing. 
This may show he was tired or he lost hir attention.  
One of the errors done by a student was  
 
This may show that these errors were done as a result L1 influence. In his L1, he knows that he may omit 
 
  
is also another error by same student. The students seem he know how to use possessives but not present 
simple. This may show possessives are learned before present simple.    
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is also another error done by a student in the class. When we examine other example, student seems to 
-  
 
This m -  
One of the female learners also made significant errors which give us cues about her language 
development. The common error is like  
 
We can not make some assumption for just one error. If we see same type of errors again and again, 
we can tell a lot. She also wrote that  
 
What is interesting is this he used present simple in correct way. Why the student made such an error 
made sense after realizing that he made negative statements before making this error. For example she 
said  
 
We may conclude that student made this error because of previous sentence. He may go on sentence 
by looking at the first sentence. Being affected, he may make such an error. The same girl also said that  
 
This can be also overgeneralization. She knows to put -
However, he also applies this rule to modals.    
 
is also another error that made by another student. We may assume that students know present simple 
and its rule since the first sentence is right. Then, the question is this why she made the second statement 
 
We realized that some students made the same errors. For example one student said 
 
 
These errors may be 
Since they remember the rule that you should put -  
 
is also another error commonly made by the learners. In this sentence, what is missing is a subject. The 
conclude that this type of errors is the result of L1 influence. 
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5. Conclusion 
As was discussed in the literature review section, almost all the literature reviewed for this study has 
proved that not only native children but also L2 learners acquire English grammatical morphemes 
invariably in a fixed order. In both L1 and L2 acquisition research, third person s morpheme is learned 
much later than the others which we saw in the analysis part. For native speakers, this complexity is 
attributed to the nature of the morpheme itself, which has distinct phonological and semantic variations as 
have studied is the omission of the morpheme, which is mostly due to the negative transfer from native 
language. However, we observed errors in the forms of the use of third person singular s like ies, -es,  
or s.  
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